A darwinian philosopher turns his attention to the strength of religion in the United States.
who attend such institutions tend to hold moral and social values that lead to anti-abortion fanaticism, capital punishment, excoriation of gays and lesbians, and dangerous military excursions in the Near East. If we do not like what the churches are feeding people, we had better come up with an attractive alternative.
Ultimately, taken as a whole, Dennett's is not the book for which we search. He does give some prescriptions for action, generally (and admirably) involving education. But basically there is something off-key about the whole discussion. Part of the problem is philosophical. A major plank in Dennett's discussion is that religion is all smoke and mirrors, so even if we cannot hope immediately to eliminate all religious belief, those of us in the know will realize that we are dealing with a delusion, rather than a rationally justified belief system. However, a naturalistic analysis of religion in itself has no direct bearing on the truth of religious claims. My eyes are the end products of a long process of natural selection. Does that make any less real the truck I see bearing down on me as I stand in the middle of the road?
Most problematic is Dennett's blind spot regarding history. There is no real account of the way religion has developed and of how we have ended up where we are today. Another major weakness is the exclusive focus on the United States, which is a peculiar country where religion plays a huge role, far bigger than in most of Europe. This difference is reflected in many diverse ways, particularly in the social values mentioned above. You cannot begin to talk about biological bases for religion -'genes for God' and that sort of thing -without taking account of the fact that peoples of very similar biological background behave in very different ways about religion and its implications. Only history -the fact that the United States was founded by people with major religious concerns, and that this has persisted for four centuries -can help us to tease apart the cultural and the biological.
Dennett asks whether only a true believer can report properly on religion. He argues strongly that on a topic this important we all can, and should, engage. I agree. However, a degree of empathy is needed, and it is this that is missing. Unless you have some sense of what fires people up, you are never going to reach them or have any hope of shifting their beliefs. The debate over religion in the United States is intense and profoundly affects the status of science. I hardly have to remind Nature readers of the battle to introduce 'intelligent design' into biology classrooms. But we need better books than this to address the issues.
